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If there is a speed bump on the Advent road that winds its way toward Christmas, we likely will encounter it today.  Last Sunday, we resolved to explore the aging scriptures and glowing promises of the season of Advent with our eyes and ears open to the acknowledgment of contemporary realities toward the goal of engaging the human-shaped what is with the God-inspired vision of what should be.  That task is challenging but not intimidating on the other Sunday stops of this journey of devotion.  We eagerly embrace the relevance of hope.  We readily open ourselves to the gift of great joy.  We passionately long for or appreciate the discovery of love that gives meaning to our lives.  But, typically, reactions to an exploration of the meaning of the Sunday of peace differ from those reactions to the Sundays of hope, joy, and love.  
The whole of the season of Advent is pervaded with attention to peace.  One of the most-often quoted Hebrew texts related to Christmas is the one read earlier in this service in which Isaiah writes of the Prince of Peace.  Hundreds of thousands, if not millions, of Christmas greeting cards feature the word PEACE written in the grand swoops of calligraphy, covered with glitter, or commended as a matter of serious prayer. We repeatedly sing of the “peace on earth” and “goodwill to all people” at the center of the song of the herald angels. The moving strains of Let There Be Peace on Earth cause goose-bumps to run up and down our spines as we join our voices to those of others in the choral prayer “and let it begin in me.”  
Do we mean that?  I simply must ask.  Are we as serious about working for peace as we are embracing hope, grasping joy, and devoting ourselves to love?  Perhaps the more basic question is, “Do we even imagine that peace is possible?”
I plead for gut-level honesty in our responses to these questions.  At stake here is nothing less than the viability of the season of Advent as a spiritual discipline, the integrity of peace as a moral value, and the very credibility of the gospel of Christ.  


So, on this second Sunday of Advent, traditionally known as the Sunday of Peace, the sermon begins with the fundamental question “Is peace possible?” The motivation behind raising the question is an avoidance of making a charade of a ritual of worship or turning a pivotal value of spirituality into the deceptive stuff of rank fantasy so that the gospel is patronized as idyllic but considered unrealistic and the words of Jesus are relegated to a disneyesque realm into which people escape much in the same manner as is done on a visit to The Magic Kingdom.  Is peace possible?
The Hebrew text for today is stunning.  The substance of the prophet Isaiah’s announcement of God’s gift of a Prince of Peace is enough to take one’s breath away.  Notice the tense of the prophet’s verbs: “A child has been born for us, a son given to us; authority rests on his shoulders . . . Of the increase of his government and peace there will be no end.” Isaiah was not making a prediction, rather offering a description of a situation in which he was involved. Isaiah’s verbs appear in the present tense.  
In this radical, history-altering passage, Isaiah saw a king in his own time, a king who would bear the title Prince of Peace.  Had anyone ever had such an instinct before?  Pervasive in that culture was the popular perception of a king as a great military leader who was himself a mighty warrior.  Skills in winning wars were the sine qua non credential of a political sovereign who deserved loyalty.  People expected their kings to go to war regularly and to return with claims of another victory.  Here, now, a prophet from God announces the birth of a king who would establish his government, command his people’s respect, and advance his authority as the Prince of Peace!  Isaiah’s vision represents a sea-change in ancient political and moral thought—a leader committed to making peace and advancing peace.  Amazing!
Isaiah’s expectation was not fulfilled in his time.  Though, Isaiah likely was writing specifically about the birth either of King Ahaz or King Hezekiah, people latched onto his vision and made it an integral part of their expectation of the Messiah yet to come.
At this point, I want to fast-forward our thoughts to approximately three years after the launch of Jesus’ public ministry.  The prophet from Nazareth, the long-awaited Messiah, was now in trouble—serious trouble.  His young life was about to be cut short by people hostile to his announcement of God’s vision for the world.  After visiting Jerusalem, interacting with religious leaders, paying attention to the people in the marketplace, and interpreting all that he was seeing and hearing, Jesus knew that the end of his ministry was imminent.  Retreating from the city prior to returning to it to engage the mounting hostility so rampant there, Jesus paused at one of his favorite spots overlooking the so-called Holy City and reflected on his ministry and the future of the people whom he loved.  Suddenly he began to weep.  His grief was palpable.  A nearby disciple heard and recorded for all time Jesus’ lament: “Would that you knew the things that make for peace!” he whispered.  Another translation of his words is equally telling, “If you, even you, had only recognized . . . the things that make for peace!”  Then, Jesus muttered something about the ways for making peace apparently being hidden from people’s attention and went on his way saddened beyond measure, disappointed beyond description.
Properly to observe and to celebrate the second Sunday of Advent is to address the situation that mutes the oracle of high hopes from Isaiah and silence the chorus of the angels of the nativity and leaves us only with the weeping of Jesus that is joined by the tears of thousands of people who have lost the loves-of-their-lives on a battleground somewhere.  If we wish to continue singing of peace, sending greeting cards affirming peace, praying for peace, and incorporating peace into the basic vision of this holy Advent season, we simply must venture into some consideration of the substance of Jesus’ lament—the things that make for peace.
One word of warning is in order as we give ourselves to this venture.  It is not enough to sing, O Come, O Come Emmanuel.  Inviting God into our midst is not the solution to realizing peace.  God has been in our midst for all our lives.  God among us does not resolve the matter of peace for us.  At issue here are our decisions, our vision, and our actions.  Peace-making carries God’s great blessing, but requires our hard work!
So, again, here are the questions:  Is peace possible?  If so, what are the things that make for peace?  
I will begin a list with hopes that you will evaluate it and then discard it, rewrite it, or complete it as you consider the moral imperative of peace-making.  I ask only that your motivation in evaluating and projecting strategies for peace be informed by the substance of the holy scriptures of Advent, modeled after the divine vision of Isaiah, guided by the matters that made Jesus weep as well as by those that made him rejoice and patterned after the ministry that God willed for the Messiah and his followers.
 The things that make for peace include a re-examination of the relationship between war and religion.  No war should be fought on the basis of religion.  Neither the scriptures nor the oral traditions of any major world religion condone or inspire war as a means of advancing that religion or of dealing with other religions.  From the perspective of Judaism and Christianity, even a war that is necessary cannot be considered morally exemplary.  War is always the lesser of evils, but never the greater good.
The things that make for peace include a redefinition of leadership such as that offered by the prophet Isaiah.  Until the nations of the world prioritize peace-making as an indispensable trait of governmental leadership, the leaders of the nations of the world will not prioritize peace-making in the politics of their governance.
The things that make for peace involve a new iconography of nationalism.  For many years I have been struck by the close association between nationalism and militarism.  For years I was most aware of this phenomenon in Western Europe, the Soviet Union, and the Communist-bloc nations of Eastern Europe.  I still remember vividly a May Day parade in Vienna, Austria with its endless marching troops, displays of weaponry on wheels, and row after row of rumbling tanks under a sky filled with military aircraft.  Eventually, I saw a similar tendency in the nation that I dearly love.  
Personally, I was deeply moved by the state funeral for President Ronald Reagan.  For hour after hour, I watched the solemn proceedings.  At one point, I remember thinking, “But why does this whole event have to be so pervaded by military rituals?”  Why were there not more symbols of peace-making and perhaps a recall of that inspired moment alongside the despicable-to-freedom Berlin Wall when President Reagan said to the leadership of the Soviet Union, “Tear down this wall!”?  But, of course, the same symbols of militarism pervaded the grieving nation’s state funeral for President John F. Kennedy after his assassination.  Great emphasis on weaponry and military personnel is an integral part of our moments of national mourning and national celebration—such as the inauguration of a new president.
Our nation has so many other wonderful symbols that could be equally compelling among our citizenry and provide inspiration for peace-making.  In the minds of scores of people, our national anthem, our national emblem, and even the flag itself are associated primarily with war.  Why not have the text of our national anthem and the glory of our flag tied to the lofty vision of our nation embraced in the United States Constitution—civil rights, freedom of religion, all people created equal, the power of the vote—and the realities of compassion among the American people.  Does not the dove have a power of authority equal to that of the carnivorous eagle?
People within all governments would benefit greatly from a peace-oriented iconography of nationalism.  
 
 
The things that make for peace include a redefinition of patriotism that makes us swell with pride when our nation refuses to be a part of war as well as when we must go to war.  I cherish the patriotic adrenalin that flows through my veins when reading of the Peace Corps, Ameri Corps, and other initiatives to improve the quality of life for people around the world.
The things that make for peace involve an insistence on planning for peace with the same level of intensity and abundant funding with which we plan for war.  Almost every year, a member of Congress introduces legislation to establish a Department of Peace as a complement to the Department of Defense.  Most often however, this proposed legislation is met with mockery or humor rather than with seriousness.  Why would we not want on the president’s cabinet an officer totally dedicated to the pursuit of peace?
The things that make for peace include the development of economic strategies to make peace profitable for the international business community.  Unfortunately, the material benefits of war-time production often take a heavy toll on consciences concerned about peace.  Business people fixated on “the bottom line” need to be able to see there the economic lure of peace-making.
The things that make for peace include the nurture of an admiration for patient expertise in diplomacy and cooperation that equals or supersedes that of the praise-evoked by military threats and acts of bravery exhibited amid conflict.  Peace-making as well as war requires commitment, training, bravery, and patriotism among all involved.
The things that make for peace include learning the dynamics of forgiveness in corporate, political, and governmental relationships as well as among individuals.  Often I am staggered to learn that even people with a profound appreciation for religion view basic religious values, like forgiveness, as appropriate for individuals but impractical among the institutions of finance and government.  The practice of forgiveness among the community of nations literally could change the world!
Finally, on this particular list, the things that make for peace include the expansion of imagination.  In so many instances war represents the failure of imagination—world leaders’ inability to see a way to resolve international problems in a manner that does not involve violent conflict and cost thousands of lives.  We are smart enough, rich enough, and courageous enough to be more imaginative in matters of governance and to take action on more imaginative strategies.
 
As I have worked on this sermon over the past several days, I have thought often of my major professor during seminary graduate studies.  Henlee Barnette had two sons.  During the height of the War in Viet Nam—after the nation knew that President Johnson had secured congressional approval for the Gulf of Tonkin Resolution by lying to Congress and to the nation about what happened in that region and amid some of the heaviest bombing of that military campaign—one of Henlee’s sons revealed his commitment to pacifism and moved to Canada and the other son enlisted in the Air Force and took on the assignment of a bomber pilot flying daily missions over Viet Nam.  Among the almost daily talks that Dr. Barnette and I had during that period of time, he often commented on how much pride he felt regarding both of his sons.  He respected each of them and supported both of their positions.  
With apologies to my beloved professor, because I know he would laugh with discomfort over what I am going to say were he still with us in the world, in this matter of war and peace, I have come to see Dr. Barnette as a God Figure.  This man taught me the classic just war theories of the church and introduced me to the varied, if not confused, history of the issues of war and peace in Christianity, always signaling his unwavering commitment to peace and insistence on seeking to make peace in the manner mandated by Jesus.  But he loved both of his sons.  Henlee worked for peace because of his faith, but he did not write off those with whom he disagreed because of the inclusive nature of his love.  That is how I see God—the God who calls us to peace and commands us to be peace-makers, the God who loves us even when we disagree with divine priorities and disobey divine commandments.
Dear friends, on this second Sunday of Advent, the Sunday of Peace, let me encourage you to work on a strategy for peace informed by the things that make for peace.  Such an endeavor is every bit as important as a way to celebrate Christmas as anything else that we will do in this season.  Please do not be intimidated by the size of the problem or the seriousness of the issue.  The world needs your insights, your wisdom, your commitment, and your efforts in peace-making.  And, the God who gave us the Prince of Peace expects no less from you or from me or from any of us.    





O God, is comfort a Christmas greeting?  Is comfort an activity of the Advent season?  We ask not so much because we doubt but because we want assurance that what seems too good to be true is really true.  “Comfort, comfort my people,” you, O God, inspired the prophet to write.  We hear.
How we need the greeting of comfort for ourselves!  Many of us are bone-tired of bickering, arguing, criticizing, rushing, grieving, hurting, competing, trying to please, and feeling too spent to proceed but too tired to rest.  We need comfort, O comforting God.
We are not alone.  We are surrounded by people ravenously hungry for a word of comfort or an act that is comforting, people who almost have given up on comfort from you because they receive no comfort from us.  Help us, God, help us help others—communicating understanding, staying close to people in their grieving, encouraging those who are struggling, embracing all whose trembling has sapped them of their strength, and providing a tangible sign of hope for any who are about to give up on you or on themselves. 
It seems strange that we do not associate comfort with this season, O God.  Thank you for setting it right down in the middle of everything—comfort for us and a commission for us to comfort others.  Amen.
 


